BRCA1 and BRCA2 genetic testing for ovarian cancer: is it all good news?
In England and Wales, ovarian cancer is responsible for about 15 deaths per 100,000 women annually (NHS Executive 1999). It is estimated that only 5-10% of ovarian cancer cases have a hereditary basis (Watson et al. 1996, Hallowell 1999, Eeles & Powles 2000), although recent media excitement may have led some people to believe the odds are higher. The majority of these hereditary cases are thought to be caused by germline mutations in BRCA1 and BRCA2 cancer susceptibility genes (Antoniou et al. 2000, Berchuk et al. 1999). This article will examine current knowledge about BRCA1 and BRCA2 genetic testing for ovarian cancer and follow the journey taken by women who are considering such testing. Genetic counselling and genetic testing will be critically evaluated and the implications for clinical practice, the individual and society as a whole will be discussed.